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INTRODUCTION
The 2019 Illinois Statewide Spring Bird Count 
marked the 48th Spring Bird Count.  We thank 
the 1,134+ volunteers (92 counties) that partici-
pated in the 2019 count.   
2019 COUNT HIGHLIGHTS
A grand total of 398,744 birds of 274 species 
were recorded during the 2019 SBC. Some high-
lights from 2019 are listed below: 
 ▷ Lewis’s Woodpecker was a new and 
exciting species to the count in Effingham 
County.
 ▷ Kane County had a Cerulean X Northern 
Parula Hybrid
 ▷ A Purple Gallinule was reported in Massac 
County.   
 ▷ A record number of Sandhill Cranes, 
Mute Swans, Bald Eagles, and Pileated 
Woodpeckers were reported.
 ▷ Merlin were recorded in both a record 
number of counties and at an all-time high.
 ▷ Kendall County reported a Long-eared 
Owl.
 ▷ This year appeared to be an irruption year 
for Red-breasted Nuthatches as a record 
number, 365, were reported.
 ▷ A couple western species were located; a 
Western Tanager in Shelby County and a 
Black-throated Gray Warbler in Bureau 
County.  
 ▷ A Red-throated Loon was found in 
Williamson County.
Mute Swan Photo by Ryan Askren. Sandhill Crane Photo by Jen Mui.
Red-breasted Nuthatch Photo by Ryan Askren.
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What is the Illinois Spring Bird Count
Spring Bird Count (SBC) is a yearly bird count 
that consists of volunteers conducting bird 
censuses on the Saturday that falls between May 
4th and May 10th. The censuses are conducted 
in all 102 counties in Illinois, however in any 
given year a few counties are not censused. Each 
county has a compiler responsible for recruiting 
volunteers and assigning individuals, or parties, 
areas to count within their county.  This is 
especially important to avoid double coverage 
of an area.  Compilers also tabulate all data 
collected within their county and send it to the 
state compiler.  Volunteers record all birds seen 
or heard, along with the number of hours they 
spend “owling” (pre-dawn hours), the number 
of hours spent looking for birds during the day, 
the number of miles driven in a car, and the 
number of miles walked. 
The first SBC was organized by Vern Kleen 
and with the help of Illinois Audubon Society 
was conducted on Saturday, 6 May 1972 and 
included 650 observers in 62 counties.  Vern 
continued organizing and growing the count for 
over 30 years, before transitioning the count to 
the Illinois Natural History Survey.  There are 
now over 1,100 observers involved every year.  
Why conduct a Spring Bird Count
With over 40 years worth of SBC data we can 
use these data in a number of different ways. 
One of the most beneficial ways we use the 
data is to look at changes in species population 
trends over time.  We can also look at changes in 
species distribution, such as how fast an invasive 
species spreads within the state.  The SBC data 
can also be used to show range shifts in species. 
Also, given the timing of the count we are often 
able to document rare or vagrant species in 
Illinois.  Furthermore, SBC data can be used to 
aid conservation management decisions. And 
finally, while these data are collected in Illinois, 
they can be integrated into larger datasets 
beyond Illinois to provide usefulness on a larger 
scale.  In the following report we take a closer 
look at some common birds. Because Spring 
Bird Count data can be used to look at bird 
population trends, we decided to see how our 
common bird trends matched up with common 
bird trends seen throughout North America. 
We also take a look at a couple of species that 
are increasing in abundance.  Compiler infor-
mation and findings from this year’s count are 
also included.
Savannah Sparrow Photo by Jen Mui.
Summer Tanager Photo by P.A. Dickerson.
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Common Species
One of the more interesting data sets is how 
common species are through time. Though this 
can be difficult to interpret, due to differential 
effort though years, one approach is to simply 
rank how common a species is in a given 
year, and compare that rank to previous years. 
Red-winged Blackbird and American Robin 
continue to retain the top two spots and at least 
half of the other species on this list have not seen 
any significant changes in their ranks (Table 
1). That being said, some common species are 
declining.  Because of this we decided to take a 
closer look at some of the SBC common species.
Birds in Decline
This past year has been packed with new scien-
tific research reporting bird declines around the 
world.  Decline causes are interrelated and can 
be linked to habitat loss, insect declines, and 
climate change. One particularly startling study 
that came out in Science, Sept 2019, showed 
that nearly 3 billion birds have disappeared 
since 1970 (Rosenberg et al 2019).  What is 
even more surprising, and worrisome, is that, 
according to the study, common birds have 
suffered the greatest losses.  Because the SBC 
dataset dates back to 1972 this prompted us to 
compare our data with the Rosenberg study to 
see if our data is showing similar trends. We 
looked at the SBC trends of five species, Horned 
Lark, European Starling, Eastern Meadowlark, 
Red-winged Blackbird, and Common Grackle, 
that are declining throughout North Amer-
ican, according to the study by Rosenberg and 
colleagues. While we would have expected 
all five species to show declines we found that 
Song Sparrow Photo by Patty Dickerson.
Red-winged Blackbird Photo by Ryan Askren.
Table 1.The relative rank of species in terms of abundance (top 
20 in 2019) in a given year.
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Horned Lark, Common Grackle and Eastern 
Meadowlark have declined according to SBC 
data, but European Starling and Red-winged 
Blackbird populations have remained stable in 
Illinois, according to the SBC (Figure 1 & 2). 
There could be a couple of reasons we did not 
see declines in these two species.  One being 
SBC is a count that takes place during spring 
migration.  Bird numbers may vary year to year. 
Another possibility is that we are not paying 
as much attention to counting these birds as 
we might with a less common bird such as a 
Henslow’s Sparrow. Trying to get an accurate 
count of common birds is just as important as 
counting less common birds. This is something 
we can easily forget, especially when trying to 
survey dozens of species.  It is easy to not pay 
attention or drown out the sounds of those more 
common individuals, or to just assign a large 
number nest to their names, because we know 
there are a lot out there.  In summary, we hope 
you enjoy the Spring Bird Count and remember 
to count both the rare and common species.
Figure 1. Average # of Horned Lark, Eastern Meadowlark, and 
Common Grackle, adjusted for effort, statewide over 46 years 
of Spring Bird Count. 
Figure 2. Average # of European Starling and Red-winged 
Blackbird, adjusted for effort, statewide over 46 years of Spring 
Bird Count.  
Red-winged Blackbird Photo by Ryan Askren.
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Birds On the rise
Because we don’t want to depress you too much, 
we thought we would talk about a couple of birds 
that have increased in abundance, Osprey and 
Red-eyed Vireo (Figure 3).  Osprey are currently 
on the endangered species list here in Illinois, 
but hopefully in the future they will come off 
of that list.  The IDNR has been working on 
an Osprey Recovery Project here in Illinois for 
over 7 years now as part of an 8 year project. 
While we may not be seeing direct impacts 
from that project yet, we are seeing Osprey 
start to rise in abundance, which is great.  The 
increase in Red-eyed Vireo is a bit of a mystery 
as many other primarily insectivorous birds 
are on the decline.  They are also sensitive to 
disturbance and are among the most common 
hosts for Brown-headed Cowbird.  That being 
said they are doing pretty well throughout most 
of their range, and the study by Rosenburg and 
colleagues also found that Red-eyed Vireos were 
increasing across their range.  
Volunteer Distribution
There were 10 counties this year we did not 
receive data from (Figure 4).  Of these 10, 7 
were not counted at all, so this is a gap we will 
continue to try and fill.  Though we had fewer 
counties compiled this year than last, we had 
more volunteers this year. There are always 
hidden hotspots to be found in counties and 
exploring new terrain is always fun and infor-
mative.  We continue to encourage volunteers 
to try counting in a new county on occasion, 
especially if they would like to have more places 
to explore. Many county compliers are always 
looking for new participants and they can help 
provide areas that need to be censused and to 
team new volunteers with experienced partici-
pants.   
Compiler Recordings
We can’t stress the importance of our volunteers 
enough, especially our county compilers. There 
are more people in northeastern Illinois and 
generally more volunteers.  Cook county alone 
has nearly 200 volunteers, which can make 
organizing volunteer distribution and collecting 
all of those reports challenging, not to mention 
the work that goes into compiling them all.  Not 
to be left out, volunteers in the rest of the state 
are critical as there is so much more area to be 
covered by fewer people.  We greatly appreciate 
the effort everyone puts into SBC.  This count 
builds great friendships over time and inspires 
many to take a more hands on approach to bird 
Figure 3. Average # of Osprey and Red-eyed Vireo, adjusted for 
effort, statewide over 46 years of Spring Bird Count.  
Red-eyed Vireo Photo Ryan Askren.
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and habitat conservation.  The stories that come 
from SBC tales alone could probably fill a book! 
Table 2 lays out all of the effort that goes into 
the Spring Bird Count and recognizes those that 
compile county wide census data.
2019 Species Accounts and Records
To date the running species total for the SBC 
is 357 species.  With range shifts and abnormal 
weather patterns this number will most likely 
continue to increase.  The cooperative Lewis’s 
Woodpecker, the newest species to the count, 
this past SBC definitely provided a lot of excite-
ment for many. Table 3 gives accounts of all of 
the species detected during the SBC this year. 
There were a number of old records that were 
either tied or broke this year. 
CONCLUSION
As we prepare for the 2020 SBC (May 9th) we 
have a few counties that need compilers for the 
upcoming count.  If you are interested in taking 
on some new terrain please let us know, even 
if you can’t do it on Saturday you can count a 
county that needs a compiler/volunteers on the 
Sunday of count weekend instead. For 2020 
we are currently looking for compilers for the 
following counties:  DeWitt, Grundy, Jefferson, 
Jersey, Macoupin, Massac, McDonough, Moul-
trie, Lawrence, and White.  For county compiler 
updates, and information, please visit the SBC 
website at http://wwx.inhs.illinois.edu/index.
php?cID=2647. Also, if you are interested in 
looking at population trends of individual 
species, or downloading the SBC data please 
visit: https://data.prairie.illinois.edu/inhs/sbc/.
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Tree Swallows Photo Jen Mui.
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Figure 4. The number of species detected and participants (in parentheses) in Illinois Counties in 2019.  Gray counties indicate 
two count days. Hatched lines indicate no data received. 
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Table 3. Species accounts for the 2018 Spring Bird Count. * New Spring Bird Count High Total; # Ties Previous Spring Bird Count High Total; New species 
to Count in Bold and Underlined; Species Reported from a Single County in Bold Face
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Species
# of
Counties
# of
Birds
High County 
(Total)
Brown Thrasher
Northern Mockingbird
European Starling
American Pipit
Cedar Waxwing
House Finch
Purple Finch
Pine Siskin
American Goldfinch
Lapland Longspur
Grasshopper Sparrow
Chipping Sparrow
Clay-colored Sparrow
Field Sparrow
Lark Sparrow
American Tree Sparrow
Fox Sparrow
Dark-eyed Junco
White-crowned Sparrow
Harris’s Sparrow
White-throated Sparrow
Vesper Sparrow
LeConte’s Sparrow
Savannah Sparrow
Henslow’s Sparrow
Song Sparrow
Lincoln’s Sparrow
Swamp Sparrow
Eastern Towhee
Yellow-breasted Chat
Yellow-headed Blackbird
Bobolink
Western Meadowlark
Eastern Meadowlark
Orchard Oriole
Baltimore Oriole
Red-winged Blackbird
Brown-headed Cowbird
Rusty Blackbird
Brewer’s Blackbird
Common Grackle
Ovenbird
Worm-eating Warbler
Louisiana Waterthrush
90
58
90
23
30
88
39
20
91
1
39
89
19
90
33
3
5
15
84
1
87
45
2
73
34
86
36
62
88
57
5
55
19
88
81
89
91
91
6
10*
90
61
24
55
1619
387
13301
161
357
2000
191
105
7629
4
231
5607
69
2855
144
9
5
26
1978
1
5600
321
2
898
190
5108
130
1438
2444
456
20
1014
90
2851
438
2508
50094
10939
33
54
13910
364
58
220
Cook (105)
Pulaski (46)
Cook (718)
Richland (62)
Cass (90)
Winnebago (152)
LaSalle (19)
Kane (17)
Winnebago (467)
Kendall (4)
Jo Daviess (41)
Winnebago (328)
Cook (21)
DuPage (142)
Mason (19)
Will (6)
5 Counties (1)
Cook (7)
DuPage (310)
Menard (1)
Cook (1677)
Winnebago (46)
2 Counties (1)
DuPage (132)
Jo Daviess (38)
Cook (555)
Cook (33)
Cook (355)
Mason (141)
2 Counties (38)
McHenry (14)
Massac (279)
Mercer (43)
Jo Daviess (216)
Pike (30)
DuPage (157)
DuPage (3442)
Cook (876)
Lake (19)
Crawford (16)
Montgomery (1090)
Cook (54)
3 Counties (6)
Alexander (32)
Species
# of
Counties
# of
Birds
High County 
(Total)
Northern Waterthrush
Golden-winged Warbler
Blue-winged Warbler
Black-and-white Warbler
Prothonotary Warbler
Swainson’s Warbler
Tennessee Warbler
Orange-crowned Warbler
Nashville Warbler
Connecticut Warbler
Mourning Warbler
Kentucky Warbler
Common Yellowthroat
Hooded Warbler
American Redstart
Cape May Warbler
Cerulean Warbler
Northern Parula
Magnolia Warbler
Bay-breasted Warbler
Blackburnian Warbler
Yellow Warbler
Chestnut-sided Warbler
Blackpoll Warbler
Black-throated Blue Warbler
Palm Warbler
Pine Warbler
Yellow-rumped Warbler
Yellow-throated Warbler
Prairie Warbler
Black-throated Gray Warbler
Black-throated Green Warbler
Canada Warbler
Wilson’s Warbler
Summer Tanager
Scarlet Tanager
Western Tanager
Northern Cardinal
Rose-breasted Grosbeak
Blue Grosbeak
Indigo Bunting
Dickcissel
House Sparrow
Eurasian Tree Sparrow
71
42
54
68
56
1
74
34
69
3
4
49
89
22
78
22
19
80
37
12
30
80
41
41
12
82
42*
86
50
26
1#
60
3
14
64
71
1#
91
87
61
89
60
89
37*
740
114
231
556
260
1
904
106
1118
3
4
341
2975
38
545
49
40
1034
86
19
65
2966
119
120
20
3084
388*
5480
207
135
1#
643
3
19
509
359
1#
10192
2578
339*
3835
1136
8819
666
 Cook (96
2 Couties (8)
2 Counties (13)
Cook (111)
Alexander (35)
Alexander (1)
2 Counties (64)
Cook (22)
Cook (130)
3 Counties (1)
4 Counties (1)
Union (34)
Pope (128)
Union (5)
Jo Daviess (40)
Vermillion (7)
Calhoun (8)
Alexander (78)
Kendall (12)
Vermillion (7)
McLean (5)
Cook (354)
Vermillion (20)
Saline (14)
DuPage (6)
Cook (573)
DuPage (136)*
Cook (1070)
Woodford (11)
2 Counties (19)
Bureau (1)#
Cook (98)
3 Counties (1)
Randolph (3)
Pope (48)
Vermillion (40)
Shelby (1)#
Winnebago (731)
Winnebago (137)
Pope (55)*
Alexander (627)
Massac (230)
Cook (732)
Mercer (221
